CHINA CYCLE

in many languages : volunteer assistance was extensive in both
activities. British residents held a meeting, or rather a debate,
in which the motion was " The British war effort in Shanghai is
insufficient", and the motion was carried in spite of the lack
of any concrete suggestion for improvement. Some people
seemed to think that they could do some good by dashing home
to London or Coventry and submitting their persons to bomb-
ing. One could also spot the type of man, " Wish I was'ten
years younger ", who cannot endure to see young men out of
uniform, however valuable a job they may be doing as civilians.
I thought, as I still think, that the true function of the British
in Shanghai at that time was simply to continue to exist and
support to the best of their dwindling power what was left of
British prestige. But most people were pathetically anxious to
be told to do something. Having little money and few illusions
I took up physical fitness, not so much as a contribution as an
escape, and started rowing. We rowed in eights, usually at
dawn, and what with the 5000-ton steamers that were apt to
loom up out of the fog, the Japanese speed-boats that tore past
leaving a mighty wash behind them, and all the usual hazards
of rowing on a big tidal river, it was a satisfactory diversion, and
circumscribed my nocturnal activities to some extent. We
continued to dance and dissipate when we could, and in general
festivities were more rather than less attended as crisis loomed.
The assassinations were in full blast. Whenever one of their
soldiers was killed, the Japanese, who were becoming increas-
ingly nervous and difficult, would close all the bridges across
the creek, causing me a good deal of inconvenience, and I began
to think reluctantly of moving. I was still forbidden to join
up, but at the end of October I had the recruiting officer to
lunch and extracted from him a promise that if I either secured
the permission of my employers or, by leaving my job altogether,
became a free agent, he would accept me for the R.A.F. Faced
with unfait accompli, the Company was magnanimous, and my
name went down on the list for the next ship.

The remaining weeks were highly coloured. I did not in
my heart think we could possibly win the war at that time ; I
think most of the younger people in China felt the same, though
the older generation, whom one might have expected to be the
more realistic, fell back on a stolid faith and opined that we
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